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Abraham Van Buskirk: United Empire Loyalist
opposed to the American War for Independence 1
by Rolf Buschardt Christensen
In 1983 when Canada celebrated the 200 th anniversary of the arrival
of the Loyalists-the refugees from the American Revolution-the
Canadian media reported that among the Loyalists was Abraham
Van Buskirk, who was of Danish origin. That's all the media said
about him; the point being that not all Loyalists were of English
background. Here's his story-and the historical background, which
shaped his life.
There was civil war: What side should he join?
When the War of Independence broke out in the English colonies
in North America in 1775, Dr. Abraham Van Buskirk of Teaneck,
New Jersey, had to decide whether to support the British Loyalists
or join the rebels. The Loyalists wanted to remain loyal to Great
Britain while the rebels wanted to separate from the "mother
country" and establish an independent republic.
The Loyalists, colonists who would not break their allegiance to
the Crown, stood for the unity of the Empire, as opposed to its
disruption, for monarchy instead of republicanism and for
constitutional government as against rebellion. However, a vocal
and determined minority with its Association Test and Committees
of Safety soon subjected the Loyalists to indignities, imprisonment,
confiscation of property and death.
The Thirteen Colonies rebelled because of a series of measures by
the British government between 1763 and 1774, such as the Sugar
Act, the Stamp Act and the Tea Act. The measures concerned
primarily the introduction of taxes, in order to provide for the
defence of the colonies. With Britain's conquest of New France, and
heavily in debt, Britain had to resort to various measures to raise
money. The cost of winning the war against France had been high;
so high that Britain thought the colonies in America should help pay
for the cost of the war as well as for the colonies' defences.
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With Britain's acquisition of New France in 1763, the American
colonists were freed from the threat posed by the French and the
Indians. There were, nevertheless, strong and vocal anti-monarchist
agitators anxious to make the most of the no-taxation-withoutrepresentation issue.
The Quebec Act of 1774 had restored to Quebec the old western
empire of New France, including the vast triangle of territory south
of the Great Lakes between the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.
Britain had not foreseen that the Quebec Act would help drive the
Thirteen Colonies to open revolt. The Quebec Act of 1774 restored
the kind of regime Quebec's clergy and seigneurs desired, restoring
the Catholic faith, the French language and French civil law. The
American rebels regarded The Quebec Act as the most intolerable of
the "Intolerable Acts", since it cut off the Ohio Valley-and thus
barred further westward expansion by giving the vast and fertile
Ohio Valley to Catholic Quebec
Despite the unrest and agitation for independence, the situation in
the English colonies was not intolerable. Many colonists
undoubtedly agreed when the rebels spoke against the raising of
taxes and when the agitators professed to be seeking only
parliamentary representation, and not independence from Britain.
Moreover, many, if not most, well-established colonists, without
strong political convictions, would have been happy to stay neutral.
However, they feared losing their property, their worldly goods and
even their lives. Consequently, they took the Association Test and
declared for the rebels.
The country is divided- Families are split
The War of Independence was a civil war, which pitted loyal
colonists against patriotic Americans. Whereas the later Civil War
between the States was between North and South, the War of
Independence set up neighbour against neighbour and brother
against brother.
In this first American civil war, more than fifty provincial military
corps of loyal colonialists opposed the rebellion and independence.
Loyalist corps were raised in all the colonies from Georgia to
Massachusetts. They fought with the British throughout the war.
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These Loyalist corps fought in the skirmishes and battles around
New York City, in New England and in the southern colonies, until
hostilities more or less ended with the American siege of Yorktown
in October 1781.
Throughout the war new recruits would replace losses. Towards
the end of the war, however, many of the recruits tended to be
deserters from General George Washington's Continental Army
rather than pure Loyalists. This led to a situation where men who
had possibly fought against each other were now serving side by
side in a common cause. Serving as a soldier in one army, after being
in the enemy army, had its share of problems.
Van Buskirk raises a battalion of New Jersey Volunteers
Dr. Abraham Van Buskirk had sympathized with the rebel cause
early on. He had therefore been elected as a moderate to the county
committee and the provincial congress in New Jersey. As a man of
principle, he broke with the Patriots over the question of outright
independence for Britain's colonies, refusing to swear an oath
renouncing his loyalty to the Crown. Abraham Van Buskirk
subsequently resigned from New Jersey's provincial congress.
Abraham Van Buskirk and Cortlandt Skinner, who had been an
attorney general under the Crown, developed an extensive
intelligence network throughout New Jersey, which provided them
and the British with valuable information.
Like many others, Abraham Van Buskirk had served in his native
Bergen County militia. With the help of many other Bergen County
Loyalists, who had served in the militia, Abraham Van Buskirk
secretly raised a regiment, which would rise when the British forces
entered New Jersey. This regiment rose in November 1776, after
Britain's Lord Cornwallis chased the Continental Army out of New
Jersey. The regiment was one of the six battalions of the New Jersey
Volunteers, under the command of Brigadier General Cortlandt
Skll1Il.er. Lieutenant Colonel Abraham Van Buskirk's unit was
named the 4th Battalion.
The officers and men of the New Jersey Volunteers came from
New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania. In terms of numbers the
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New Jersey Volunteers was the largest of all the Loyalist regiments
and it gave a good account of itself during the war.
The men serving in Van Buskirk' s 4th Battalion came from all
walks of life, all ethnic groups and all social classes. The typical
officer was a farmer gentleman settled on several hundred acres of
land, while the rank and file were usually farmers, mechanics,
tradesmen or labourers. Dr. Van Buskirk was different in this
respect, as he did not own large land holdings.
Loyalty to the British Crown was strongest in New York, New
Jersey and Pennsylvania, which had substantial German and Dutch
populations. On the other hand, many of the agitators were of
English background.
Abraham Van Buskirk was a Lutheran and he had become a
leader among the German Lutheran community. Many of his first
recruits were German Lutherans. Abraham Van Buskirk himself was
of Dutch background, and could trace his family tree back to the
early Dutch colony of New Netherland. However, his paternal
grandfather was Danish.
Founding of New Amsterdam
New York and New Jersey had started as one Dutch colony. New
Amsterdam was the name of the settlement founded on the island of
Manhattan by the Dutch West India Company in 1624. The Dutch
had explored the area around present day New York as early as
1609. Several expeditions followed and in 1614 the Dutch established
a permanent presence in the New Netherland colony. In 1624 the
first group of families arrived to operate the trading posts,
established to buy beaver pelts from the native Indians, these pelts
being in great demand in Europe. Relations with the Indians were
generally good, but between 1643 and 1655 there were some periodic
skirmishes between the Indians and the Dutch.
Other European powers were also establishing colonies in the
area. To the north of New Netherland was New England and to the
south New Sweden. In response to the constant threat of attack from
other colonial powers the Dutch built Fort Amsterdam on the
southern tip of Manhattan. In 1653 New Amsterdam was
incorporated as a city. The citizens of New Amsterdam consisted not
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only of Dutchmen, but settlers from present day Belgium and
Germany, as well as some from Scandinavia.
Due to the military threat posed by the Swedes, the Dutch in New
Amsterdam had to deal with New Sweden to the south, at the
mouth of the mighty Delaware River. After taking turns at
conquering each other's forts along the Delaware River, the Dutch
finally conquered and took over New Sweden in 1655.
The English colonists to the north were also a threat to New
Netherland. However, in 1664 English troops, under the command
of the Duke of York, the later King James II of Great Britain attacked
the Dutch colony. Being outmanoeuvred the Dutch surrendered. The
Duke renamed the Dutch colony New York. During the Third
Anglo-Dutch War in 1673-74 New York and New Jersey briefly came
under Dutch rule again. However, by the 1774 Treaty of
Westminster the Dutch had to return these colonies to England.
Abraham Van Buskirk's grandmother: Jannetje Jans
Christian Barentsen and his wife, Jannetje Jans, immigrated to
New Amsterdam with their young son in early 1651. Christian
Barentsen, from Hoorn in North Holland, had been born in 1625.
Jannetje Jans from Utrecht had been born in about 1630. In 1647, at
the ·age of about 17, Jannetje married Christian Barentsen in a Dutch
Reformed Church service in Amsterdam. Their first son, Barent
Christiansen, was born in Holland just prior to their departure for
New Amsterdam.
Christian Barentsen was a house carpenter by trade. In New
Amsterdam he came to own several properties in the vicinity of
Broadway and Wall Streets. He also served as a referee when there
were disputes about property. In October 1655 he contributed
towards the strengthening of the city wall of New Amsterdam. One
of the palisades ran along what is now Wall Street.
In 1654 the Swedes attacked and took control of a Dutch fort along
the Delaware River and started to remove some of the Dutch
colonists from New Sweden. The following year the Dutch
retaliated. Christian Barentsen was part of the Dutch force sent out
from New Amsterdam on September 5, 1655, against the Swedes on
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the Delaware River. With the defeat of the Swedes, New Sweden
was incorporated into New Netherland.
In January 1656, on his return to New Amsterdam from the
campaign against New Sweden, Christian Barentsen was appointed
a fire warden. Probably as a result of his trip to the Delaware River,
Christian Barentsen obtained a grant of land on the south side of
Nonesuch Creek, a tributary of the Christina River, near the present
site of Wilmington, Delaware. Here he began building a tide water
mill in 1656, as the area around Nonesuch Creek is a tidally
influenced wetlands area.
In August 1657, the director general of New Netherland, Peter
Stuyvesant, granted him a lot in New Amsterdam by the Land Gate
(now at Broadway and Wall Streets) for a house and garden. He also
owned several other properties in the neighbourhood, some of
which covered a part of the present New York City Trinity
Churchyard.
The new Dutch colonists along the Delaware River built houses
and planted crops. However, exceptionally heavy rains came and
their harvest was ruined. Food soon became scarce and expensive.
Moreover, an epidemic fever broke out. Many children died, as well
as the settlement's surgeon. Most of the colonists had difficulty
coping with a climate to which they were not accustomed. While the
disease was raging, the ship "Mill", after a disastrous voyage,
arrived from Holland, bringing many new immigrants, including
children from the Orphan House in Amsterdam.
Christian Barentsen, who was working on his tide water mill, was
contaminated by the fever and died at Nonesuch Creek on July 26,
1658, before the mill was completed. He left a young wife and three
young children. After he was buried, his widow and children
returned to New Amsterdam. She eventually sold the Delaware
property.
Jannetje Jans was not called Mrs. Jannetje Barentsen. Many
colonists followed the old Dutch custom of using the father's given
name as a surname. The three children of Christian and Jannetje
were named Barent Christiansen, Cornelius Christiansen and
Johannes Christiansen. The old patronymic system was still
observed by many of the Dutch and Scandinavian families in New
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Amsterdam, so the children's surnames were variations of their
father's first name, adding an s or sen.
In New Amsterdam, however, Christian Barentsen had started
calling himself Christian Barentsen Van Horn, as he was from Hoorn
in North Holland. The children all added Van Horn to their name
and Van Horn became their permanent family name. Both US
President Martin Van Buren and President Theodore Roosevelt can
trace their heritage back to this Van Horn family.
Abraham Van Buskirk's grandfather: Lourens Andriessen
In July 1658 the Orphans Master at New Amsterdam sent Lourens
Andriessen to the Delaware River, to assist the widow of Christian
Barentsen Van Horn; her husband, as mentioned, having died as a
result of the epidemic. Lourens helped Jannetje and they soon fell in
love. Four and a half months later, on December 12, 1658, Lourens
and Jannetje married at the Dutch Reformed Church on Staten Island
in New Amsterdam.
Jannetje's two husbands, Christian Barentsen and Lourens
Andriessen, had known each other, as they had both signed a couple
of petitions to allow Lutherans to call a pastor. It is therefore likely
that Lourens and Jannetje had also met each other before the death
of Christian. Lourens was Lutheran. Jannetje had been Dutch
Reformed. Only after the British conquest were the colonists free to
be known as Lutherans, call a pastor and build a Lutheran Church.
Under the administration of the Dutch West India Company the
Reformed Church was the established church in New Amsterdam.
The policy of the company was to maintain the Reformed religion to
the exclusion of all other churches. However, by 1643 both the
Lutherans and the Anabaptists had formed congregations. In 1648
the Lutheran community in New Amsterdam appealed to the
Consistory of Amsterdam for a Minister, but nothing was done for
them. The request was repeated a couple of times.
In 1657 a Lutheran Minister arrived, Pastor Jannes Ernestus
Gutwasser (Goetwater in Dutch). But he was ordered to return to
Amsterdam. He succeeded in delaying his departure for nearly two
years. In 1664, when the English captured t];i.e colony, the Lutherans
succeeded in obtaining a charter with permission to call a Minister
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and conduct services in accordance with the teachings of the
Augsburg Confession.
Lourens Andriessen was born in Holstein in about 1625. Holstein
was at that time a duchy under the Danish Crown. According to the
German researcher Klaus Timm, there were primarily two reasons
for emigrating from Schleswig-Holstein at that time. One, there was
much poverty after the storm floods in 1634. As well, with the Thirty
Years War (1618-1648) raging, which affected not only Germany, but
also Denmark, it was a good time to leave for greener pastures.
In his book De ferste danske i New York, Carlo Christensen recounts
the story of the first Danish settlers in New Amsterdam. Among the
Danes in his book is our Lourens Andriessen, whose original Danish
name most likely had been Laurits Andreasen.
Lourens Andriessen was trained as a turner in Denmark. He
visited Amsterdam in 1654. With a Dutch apprentice he came to
New Amsterdam in 1655. He lived near the bushes by the church on
Manhattan. It is known that the first recorded use of the Van Buskirk
name was on June 29, 1656, when a lot on Broad Street was
purchased in the name of Lourens Andriessen Van Buskirk, which
signified he was the Lourens Andriessen who lived by the bushes by
the Church.
By marrying Jannetje, Lourens Andriessen received a fortune
consisting of about one hundred and forty-four florins, as well as
three small sons from her first marriage, aged from two to seven.
Jannetje Jans' money from her first husband went into land
purchases in New Jersey. While trained as a turner, Lourens
increasingly became involved in buying and selling property.
Lourens first lived in lower Manhattan. Between 1660 and 1662 he
moved across the Hudson River and bought land in New Jersey at
Constables Hook, now part of Jersey City and later in Hackensack,
Teaneck and the Upper Saddle River areas of Bergen County. The
land he purchased had previously been granted to Claus Carstensen,
who might also have come from Schleswig-Holstein. By 1660
colonists could settle on the other side of the Hudson River, as the
area was now safe from Indians.
Lourens had four children with Jannetje, all boys. They were:
Andries, Lourens, Pieter and Thomas. Lourens Andriessen is the
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common ancestor of all the Van Buskirks, well known in the annals
of New Jersey and New York history. More impressive, Jannetje Jans
is the common ancestor of all the Van Horns as well as all the Van
Buskirks.
Thomas L. Van Buskirk
The fourth son of Lourens Andriessen and Jannetje Jans was Major
Thomas Lourens Van Buskirk, who was born in Bergen County in
July 1668. He was a well-to-do farmer active in local politics. In a list
of the members of the Hackensack Dutch Church his name appears
with that of his wife as members prior to 1700. In about 1688 Thomas
married Margrietje Van der Linde Brickers, who bore him many
children, including Abraham. Thomas Van Buskirk probably was a
resident of Hackensack, as that was where his fourth son was born,
and was the home of the two succeeding generations. His brothers,
Lourens and Andries, lived at Saddle River, Bergen County, while
Pieter, the other brother, lived at Constapels Hoeck (Constable
Hook).
Abraham Van Buskirk
Dr. Abraham Van Buskirk of Teaneck, Bergen County, New
Jersey, was the son of Major Thomas Van Buskirk and Margrietje
Van der Linde Brickers. He was born at Hackensack on May 25,
1700. Dr. Abraham Van Buskirk was a surgeon and sometime driver
for his brother Lourens' stagecoach operation. Abraham married
Rachel Banta in 1727. Rachel had been born on April 24, 1704, as the
daughter of Cornelius E. Banta and Magdaline Demarest.
War breaks out: American Revolutionary Army attacks Quebec
At the end of August 1775 an American Revolutionary Army
started moving north to invade Quebec. The American Patriots had
decided to invade Quebec in the hope of winning the colony for the
revolutionary cause as well as to destroy the British forces as a
military threat. The invasion of 1775 became the first manifestation
of American continental imperialism, which later became known as
"Manifest Destiny".
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The American Revolutionary Army captured Montreal and
pushed on down the St. Lawrence River to unite with the forces of
American General Benedict Arnold. At Quebec City, however, the
Revolutionary Army was beaten back and the American troops
forced to withdraw.
The British strategy was to take New York and thus drive a wedge
between New England and the colonies to the South. In order to
crush the rebellion the British government sent General William
Howe and his brother, Admiral Lord Richard Howe, with a large
fleet and 34,000 British and German troops, from Nova Scotia to
New York.
By the autumn of 1776 the situation was starting to look bleak for
the Rebel cause. On August 22, 1776, Britain's General William
Howe, leading a force of 30,000 British, Hessian and Loyal American
troops, mounted a massive invasion of Long Island. By August 27,
the British had overwhelmed the Continental Army, winning a
decisive victory. General George Washington withdrew his
Continental Army from Brooklyn to Manhattan and then up the
Croton River. On November 16, after heavy loses, the British took
possession of New York City. Hundreds and later thousands of
Loyalists flocked to the British side to seek protection and to offer
their services to the Royal Army.
General George Washington, with his Continental Army, crossed
into New Jersey, making his headquarters in Hackensack, the
hometown of the Van Buskirk family. Naturally the British turned
their sights on New Jersey and General Washington had to evacuate
New Jersey, and cross the Delaware River into Pennsylvania. When
leaving Hackensack, the American troops burned the bridge across
the Hackensack River. In this way, New Jersey fell to the victorious
British Army.
The Americans fought back. On August 22, 1777 American troops
attacked the New Jersey Volunteers on Staten Island. The 1st and
2nd battalions were surprised and badly beaten, but the courageous
conduct of the third and fourth battalions under respectively Lt. Col.
Isaac Allen and Lt. Col. Van Buskirk saved the day; the Americans
were driven back with considerable losses, and moreover, a large
number of them were taken prisoner.
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One event that hastened the reduction of the New Jersey
Volunteers was a bout of small pox that swept through Van
Buskirk's 4th battalion in February and March of 1778. General
Skinner therefore decided on a plan to reduce the New Jersey
Volunteers from six battalions to four.
Britain had no more daring soldiers than the New Jersey
Volunteers and no better regimental officer than Lt. Col. Abraham
Van Buskirk. The American patriots could not deny that the
Loyalists were first-class fighters, whatever they might think of their
sentiments.
Leading a small force of 120 men over the snow and ice in a secret
foray on January 25, 1780, Lt. Col. Abraham Van Buskirk
successfully raided Elizabethtown, New Jersey, where they
surprised and captured nearly fifty Continental and militia officers
and men, without loss of a single man. Van Buskirk's men then
proceeded to burn the local Court House and Presbyterian Meeting
House, as the latter was "a hotbed of patriot sentiment."
Lt. Col. Van Buskirk's new 3rd Battalion was a part of Brigadier
General Benedict Arnold's expedition against New London,
Connecticut, which in September 1781 burned nearly all the town's
wharves and stores. General Benedict Arnold had gone over to the
British side and it were British regulars who did most of the fighting.
Detachments of the British Army landed on the New London and
Groton sides of the Thames River. It did not look good for the
American Patriots.
After the Patriots had displayed a white flag of surrender, they
opened fire on the British troops. The British were enraged by this
deceitful act and consequently stormed the fort, slaughtered every
man in the garrison, and set fire to the village of New London.
During the attack, Van Buskirk's Third Battalion provided
transportation as well as the logistical support for the main attacking
force, which explains the relatively few casualties suffered by Van
Buskirk's battalion.
Members of Lt. Col. Van Buskirk's battalion served in many raids
into New Jersey from their camp on Staten Island, Paulus Hook and
other locations as well as taking part in the major battles of
Connecticut Farms, Springfield and Fort Griswold. Detachments of
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the unit also served at the Siege of Charlestown, King's Mountain as
well as Eutaw Springs, South Carolina, in September 1781.
Yorktown
The combined French-American military victory at Yorktown
sealed the fate of British colonial rule and dashed Loyalist hopes.
After the defeat, the battalions of volunteers started to dwindle in
size, no longer making up for their losses by new recruits. Desertion
increased, and a decrease in discipline led to numerous crimes being
committed by the soldiers. Several were sentenced to death, but
pardoned on condition of serving seven years in the British Army in
the West Indies.
During the summer of 1781 the New Jersey Volunteers were
consolidated into three battalions from four by the disbandment of
the Second Battalion. The remaining two years of the war were spent
in garrison duty at various places around New York: Staten Island,
Paulus Hook, Brooklyn, New York City, and finally New Town,
Long Island.
Before the result of the crucial Siege of Yorktown was known which came to determine the outcome of the War - Abraham Van
Buskirk suffered a personal loss. His loving wife died. Rachel Banta
Van Buskirk died at Lower Saddle River on October 3, 1781.
Peace Treaty creates two countries
The War of Independence, which lasted from 1775 to 1783 created
not one country but two. Moreover, what was to become the country
of Canada could have offered little resistance to the later expansion
of the American Republic, without the infusion of well over 40,000
Loyalists.
Many Britons and Americans had assumed that Quebec and Nova
Scotia, the two colonies in North America, which had not rebelled,
might be ceded to the Americans at the peace negotiations. The
necessity of compensation for the Loyalists, however, forced Britain
to ¥1Sist on retaining Quebec and Nova Scotia and, in effect, the
continued political division of the North American continent. It
would be much easier for Britain to compensate the Loyalists with
vacant lands in Quebec and Nova Scotia than to provide monetary
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compensation to them from its depleted treasury. This reality
ultimately defined the political map of the continent, creating the
countries of Canada and the United States of America.
Treaty of Paris ends War and recognizes the USA
In the preliminary peace settlement, reached in January 1783, the
British recognized the independence of the Thirteen Colonies. The
British wanted the Loyalists protected from persecution after the
war, as English public opinion demanded justice for the Loyalists.
American negotiator Benjamin Franklin informed his British
counterparts, however, that the American Congress could offer no
assurances that the property and possessions of the American
Loyalists would be restored or respected.
News of the conditions of the preliminary peace settlement
reached the New World by March 1783. Instead of easing tensions,
however, the persecution of Loyalists and the confiscation of their
property intensified. The colonial governments claimed they were
under no obligation to protect the rights of Loyalists and made no
effort to do so. Violence against the hated Tories, as the Loyalists
were called, was widespread. Loyalists realized that they had little
choice but to abandon their homes and seek refuge in Quebec or
Nova Scotia, which were still under British sovereignty. The
powerful Royal Navy had ensured Britain's control of Manhattan,
Staten Island and Long Island throughout the war, and these island
bastions shone like a beacon to the dispossessed refugees.
Consequently, thousands of refugees poured into New York in the
weeks that followed the news of peace. The British authorities were
not, however, prepared for the evacuation of thirty-five thousand
Loyalists from the Thirteen Colonies. In this chaotic situation, the
garrison, including Van Buskirk's battalion, was busy preserving
some semblance of law and order in the New York area.
In Paris on September 3, 1783, the British and the Americans
finally signed the treaty that officially ended the War of
Independence. Under the terms of the treaty, Britain recognized the
independent nation of the United States of America. Britain agreed
to remove all of her troops from the new nation. The treaty also
established new borders for the United States, granting it all land
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from the Great Lakes to Florida, and from the Atlantic Ocean to the
Mississippi River. This immediately doubled the area of the Thirteen
Colonies. The United States agreed to allow British troops still in
America to leave and also agreed to pay all existing debts owed to
Great Britain. The United States also agreed not to persecute
Loyalists still in America and allow those who had left America to
return.
The Evacuation of the Loyalists from New York City
At the end of the war Sir Guy Carleton was appointed
Commander-in-Chief of the British forces, in which capacity he was
responsible for the evacuation of the troops and Loyalist families still
in New York City
Many of the Loyalist soldiers faced a difficult choice as the days of
British rule dwindled. They could either take their discharge at New
York City and attempt to return to their homes, or they could let the
British fulfill the terms of their enlistment and receive free grants of
land in Nova Scotia or Quebec. Most men, and virtually all the
officers, chose the latter. The Nova Scotia government agreed to
grant the Loyalists free land around Port Roseway and the St. John
River, if they promised to clear it.
In the autumn of 1782, about 35,000 Loyalist troops and civilian
Loyalists had 'associated' into groups in New York. An association
of about 400 families was formed for establishing a settlement at Port
Roseway. This group became known as the Port Roseway
Associates. In 1783, however, the Governor of Nova Scotia changed
the name of Port Roseway to Shelburne, in honour of Lord
Shelburne, a former Prime Minister of Britain, who had helped
negotiate the peace treaty.
The British evacuated the first wave of Port Roseway Associated
Loyalists from New York City on April 27, 1783, when a vast flotilla
of transports, carrying 7,000 refugees to Nova Scotia, set sail. For
many Loyalists, particularly the young, their preferred destination
was Nova Scotia, a place not too far from their previous home, with
a similar climate, where they could start a new life.
Lt. Col. Van Buskirk's Third Battalion was one of the last units to
leave New York City as it covered the exodus. Van Buskirk, along

80

with about 8,000 other refugees, sailed for Shelburne in a large
flotilla in September 1783.
For well over a year, convoys had transported some 20,000
Loyalists to Canada, including about 3,500 Blacks. Although the
American Revolution's last major battle had taken place two years
earlier, British troops did not withdraw from New York City, their
last stronghold, until November 25, 1783, which became known as
Evacuation Day.

Shelburne
The Loyalist officers had been voted half pay for life by the British
Parliament, while all ranks received free grants of land, provisions,
arms, clothing and accessories plus items of a civilian nature to
begin their new lives in the wilderness. With not much land
surveyed and tens of thousands of refugees to settle, many families
passed their first winter in tents. The following spring and summer
the land was surveyed and titles to land granted.
The disbanded soldiers at Shelburne were settled chiefly at the
northern end of the town. Their lots were drawn by lottery in
November, so that they were able to make preparation for the
winter. By 1784, the population of Shelburne was estimated to have
reached at least 10,000, larger than either Halifax or Montreal. They
had come from New York with a desire to build a second New York.
Abraham Van Buskirk and his family spent part of the first winter
living in the cellar of the home of Benjamin Marston. Mr. Marston
was a former merchant and magistrate of Marblehead,
Massachusetts, who had been hired to help lay out the township of
Shelburne.
Birchtown

At Birchtown, ten kilometers from Shelburne, 1,500 free Blacks,
most of them run-away slaves, who had been part of the migration
to Nova Scotia, were building a town, named for the British
commander of New York City.
Even before the outbreak of war, slavery and the large Black
population in the Thirteen Colonies had complicated the political
situation for both Patriots and Loyalists. Many leaders of the Patriot
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cause, who so vigorously proclaimed liberty, the rights of man and
representative government, were themselves slave-owners and
defenders of a society built upon slave-holding. This had not gone
unnoticed by the British.
Shelburne riots
Freedom from slavery was the incentive that drove the Blacks to
the British side-and consequently to Nova Scotia, as Britain offered
them a freedom that revolutionary America did not. However, the
attitudes of the white Loyalists and the difficulties of making a living
in Nova Scotia conspired against the ambitions of the Blacks of
Shelburne.
In July 1784 a riot broke out in Shelburne. The riot was trigged by
the fact that the Blacks were taking work away from the Loyalist
soldiers. The unrest lasted for a month. The Black labourers in
Shelburne were forced to retreat to Birchtown. An atmosphere of
conflict, violence and the threat of anarchy permeated Shelburne.
This was the case amid the daily struggle to survive. British troops
were subsequently dispatched to Shelburne to restore law and order.
Once the Blacks had been driven out of Shelburne and back to
Birchtown, the rioters turned their anger on Benjamin Marston, the
royal surveyor, who had been authorized to allocate property to the
Loyalists. The Port Roseway Association disagreed with Marston
over who was to be admitted to the draw for lots of land. It was a
fight over land, provisions and positions. Marston always felt that
his authority had been checked by what he called the "cursed
republican town-meeting spirit" among the refugees. On the other
hand, the Loyalists accused him of favouritism and double-dealing
in land distribution. Fearing for his life Marston finally fled to
Halifax, where the government dismissed him as surveyor. .
With a bleak or no future the Black community of Birchtown, an
impoverished slum, existed only a few more years. Dire necessity
and a determination to gain real freedom forced the Black Loyalists
to protest, but there was hardly any response from the government
of Nova Scotia.
A former plantation slave from North Carolina named Thomas
Peters, who was a leader in the community, managed to travel to
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Britain to present the grievances of the Blacks. In London his story
brought a quick response. Peters returned to Nova Scotia with a
promise of support for Black Loyalists who were willing to go to
Sierra Leone. On January 15, 1792, with British help, 1,196 Black
Loyalists sailed from Shelburne, heading for Sierra Leone in West
Africa, where they founded Freetown.
Loyalists in Canada
It is impossible to know the exact number of Loyalists who left the
United States due to the American Revolution. It is estimated that
100,000 American colonists, loyal to the Crown, were driven into
exile by persecution, confiscation of their properties and threats
upon their lives. During the hostilities and immediately after, most
Loyalists left the colonies for Britain, Florida, Jamaica, the Bahamas,
Nova Scotia and Quebec.
Over 40,000 Loyalists settled in what is now Canada. Well over
30,000 of the Loyalists settled in Nova Scotia (including New
Brunswick and Prince Edward Island) and more than 10,000 in
Quebec, including what is now the Province of Ontario.
Canada has been a beacon for many political refugees, of which
the United Empire Loyalists were the first. The majority of Loyalists
represented a mix of ethnic and religious backgrounds from Europe.
The multi-culturalism and multi-ethnicity of the Loyalists has often
been ignored, as they have been stereotyped as 'English' because of
their spoken language and their support of the Crown. However, an
inspection of the membership records of the Toronto Branch of the
United Empire Loyalists revealed that where the national origin of a
member's Loyalist ancestor could be ascertained, twenty-eight
percent were originally from Germany, twenty-three percent from
Scotland, eighteen percent from England, twelve percent from
Ireland, eight percent from Holland, five percent from France, four
percent from Wales, one percent from Switzerland and less than one
percent from Denmark and Sweden. As well, it should be
remembered that there were about 3,500 Blacks and around 2,000
Iroquois Indians among the Loyalists who chose Canada.
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Other Van Buskirks in Canada
Abraham was not the only Van Buskirk who fled to Canada. There
was also Lourens Van Buskirk (1728-1803), who was a great
grandson of Lourens Andriessen.
Lourens Van Buskirk, who was born on April 20, 1728, in
Hackensack, was a miller who had considerable property in the
Morristown area at the outbreak of the War of Independence. He
was a prominent Loyalist, who at one time had been placed in jail
for his Loyalist beliefs. In 1777 he was commissioned as a captain in
the King's Orange Rangers Regiment. The King's Orange Rangers
were sent to Nova Scotia in 1778. His land and property was
confiscated and advertised for sale in 1779. His family was forced to
move to New York City until the British could evacuate them in
1783, when they left for Shelburne. He died in 1803 and was buried
in Shelburne.
Lourens Van Buskirk was married to his cousin, Jannetje Van
Buskirk, the daughter of Lt. Col. Abraham Van Buskirk. Lourens and
Jannetje had been married on August 15, 1757, at Hackensack. Like
her father, Jannetje was a Lutheran. She died at Shelburne in 1791.
Lourens and Jannetje had four sons, three of which served in the
King's Orange Rangers. The fourth son died at sea as a privateer for
the British.
Jacob Van Buskirk
Another Van Buskirk who settled in Canada was Jacob Van
Buskirk (1749-1833), who was born in Loonenburg, New York, in
1749, as the son of Andries Thomasen Van Buskirk (a brother of
Abraham Van Buskirk). Jacob was thus a nephew of the Lieutenant
Colonel.
In Albany County, New York, Jacob Van Buskirk had been a
thriving farmer, who owned 500 acres of land. Branded a Loyalist,
Jacob was thrown in jail for more than a month because he refused
to take an oath of allegiance to Congress.
On his release Jacob Van Buskirk joined Butler's Rangers, who
fought the rebels in northern New York State. At the end of the
hostilities, Jacob was discharged as a Corporal in Captain Andrew
Bradt's company of Butler's Rangers. Many of Butler's Rangers
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settled in Canada around the Niagara peninsula. Jacob Van Buskirk
also settled there with his wife, Gertrude Schram. After some time,
however, she wanted to go back home to New York. As a spy and
courier with Butler's Rangers, Jacob could not return to the United
States. She left him, returning to New York with their three children.
To start yet again a new life and hoping to get a land grant, Jacob
Van Buskirk went to Louisbourg, Nova Scotia, where he met James
Townsend, a retired British soldier. Jacob Van Buskirk eventually
married his daughter, Susannah Townsend.
In about 1789, Jacob and Susannah Van Buskirk and their young
children moved to Prince Edward Island to farm. They lived in the
New Glasgow area of Prince Edward Island and eventually had nine
children. Jacob Van Buskirk passed away in 1833 and is buried in the
New Glasgow Cemetery.

The Loyalists abandon Shelburne
Shelburne never developed into an energetic port and prosperous
town. Basically Shelburne did not develop. Shelburne failed because
the region around Shelburne was not fertile, the soil being ill suited
for farming and grazing. The town had not attracted enough
entrepreneurs to launch a viable and sustainable economy.
Moreover, there was too little government support for
infrastructure. In 1787 when the government stopped sending
provisions to Shelburne, the town quickly began to empty. Houses
were simply abandoned. Shelburne was shrinking fast and most of
the Loyalists had left by 1787.
Thousands of Shelburne's founders drifted away to other parts of
the Canada. However, most of the Loyalists who left Shelburne
actually returned to the United States.
Lt. Col. Abraham Van Buskirk was committed to the development
of Shelburne. In 1784 he became Mayor of Shelburne. He was also
the owner of a large 500-acre lot. Yet, he described himself as
"reduced from affluence, to poverty and distress". At the same time,
he had nothing back in New Jersey. In about 1778 Abraham Van
Buskirk's property in New Jersey had been confiscated and put up
for public sale.
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Eventually, Abraham Van Buskirk had to face reality. Shelburne
was not going to develop. In fact, the situation in Shelburne was
visibly deteriorating. What was he going to do? He finally decided
to return home-to Bergen County in New Jersey. Once home, he
drew up a will, which revealed he still possessed considerable
wealth. On November 29, 1793, he died in Bergen County, his
beloved home. He had lived a long life and he had fought for what
he believed in. He was finally laid to rest, next to his wife, in the old
Van Buskirk Burial Ground at Lower Saddle River.

1

A slightly different version of this article was published in Conference Book
2005, Blair, Nebraska and Elk Horn, Iowa, USA (Gloucester, Ontario,
Federation of Danish Clubs of Canada, 2005), and is reprinted here with
permission.
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